Effects of hypertonicity on water intake in the elderly: an age-related failure.
Dehydration is a common clinical syndrome associated with many illnesses and treatments in the elderly. Prior studies have shown diminished sensation of thirst during water deprivation. It is currently unclear whether age-related decreases in thirst perception impair the defense against a hyperosmolar challenge. To examine the impact of water ingestion during hyperosmolality, young and old subjects were allowed free access to water during and after an intravenous infusion of 5% hypertonic saline. Cumulative water intake and serum osmolality were compared between seven healthy young (20-28 yrs) and seven healthy old (72-89 yrs) volunteers during and following a two hour hypertonic saline infusion at a rate of 0.06 mlxkg(-1) min(-1). Serum osmolality and water intake were markedly different between the two groups. In the old group, serum osmolality increased by 17 mosmol/kg above baseline despite free access to water. In contrast, serum osmolality increased to only 7 mosmol/kg above baseline in the young group and did not rise further. By ingesting water, the young were able to defend against an additional increase in serum osmolality. The young drank approximately twice that of the old during the infusion period. Healthy older individuals drink less than young despite a significantly increased serum osmolality. This hypodipsia in old individuals increases their susceptibility to hypertonicity.